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			This book is dedicated to my Queen Mother, 
Margaret Roberta Starks. You, mama, have been my entire world and inspiration. You modeled what intentional parenting was and I was watching every step of the way.

			I miss you dearly but will forever continue your legacy.

			Thank you mommy for loving me unconditionally and fiercely. Mostly thank you for reminding me to take lots of breaks to care for my own well-being so I could then be a better parent.

			To my children and all the families we reach: I hope you will always follow the path of wisdom. Proverbs 22:6 reminds us to “Train up a child in the way he should go; even when he is old he will not depart from it.”
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			Introduction

			Let me tell you something nobody told me when I was raising five kids on a budget:

			Your child doesn’t have to be exceptional to have exceptional opportunities. They don’t need perfect grades. They don’t need a trust fund. They don’t need to be the smartest kid in the room or the star athlete or the one who “has it all figured out.”

			What they need is exposure.

			And what you need is a plan.

			I learned this the hard way—through trial and error, through sleepless nights wondering if I was doing enough, through moments when I felt invisible in spaces that weren’t built for families like mine. I learned it by making mistakes, asking questions, and refusing to accept “No” when I knew there had to be another way.

			Here’s what I wish someone had told me twenty years ago:

			The opportunities are out there. They’re just not advertised to us.

			The scholarships exist. The programs are running. The mentors are available. The colleges want diverse students. The doors are open.

			But if you’re waiting for someone to knock on your door and hand you a roadmap, you’ll be waiting forever. Because the system isn’t designed to find your child. It’s designed to overlook them.

			Not because your child isn’t worthy. Not because they don’t have potential. But because the families who already know the game have been playing it for generations. They know which programs to apply for in eighth grade. They know which summer camps lead to scholarships. They know how to navigate the college process, negotiate financial aid, and connect their kids to mentors who open doors.

			And if you don’t know those things? Your child gets left behind—not because they’re not capable, but because nobody told you the rules.

			That ends today.

			This book is the roadmap I wish I had. It’s the playbook I built while raising my own five children—each with different strengths, different challenges, and different dreams. It’s the system I created after watching too many brilliant kids slip through the cracks because their parents didn’t know what they didn’t know.

			My five children collectively received close to $1 million in college scholarships. Let me be clear: We’re not rich. We’re not connected to powerful people. We didn’t have a trust fund or a legacy admission. What we had was strategy, persistence, and a refusal to let our circumstances limit our children’s potential.

			And I’m going to show you exactly how we did it.

			But this book isn’t just about college.

			It’s about raising children who believe the world is theirs to explore. It’s about breaking cycles and building legacies. It’s about making sure your child doesn’t just survive—they thrive.

			Because here’s what I know after fifteen years of doing this work with hundreds of families through Parent Matterz: Exposure is oxygen.

			When a child sees possibilities they didn’t know existed, something shifts. When they meet someone who looks like them doing something they thought was impossible, the walls come down. When they step into spaces they were told weren’t “for them,” they start to see themselves differently.

			Exposure doesn’t just open doors. It changes belief systems. It interrupts limiting narratives. It plants seeds that grow into dreams your child didn’t even know they were allowed to have.

			But exposure without execution is just inspiration that fades. Your child can visit every college campus, attend every workshop, and meet every mentor—but if they don’t know how to follow through, nothing changes. 

			That’s why this book is structured the way it is. We’re going to talk about exposure—how to find it, create it, and maximize it. But we’re also going to talk about execution—how to turn opportunities into outcomes, how to coach your child through the hard parts, and how to build systems that actually work for your family.

			Here’s what you’re going to learn:

			You’re going to learn how to find opportunities that most families never hear about—and how to position your child to access them.

			You’re going to learn how to build a village of mentors, advocates, and supporters who pour into your child when you can’t be everywhere at once.

			You’re going to learn how to navigate the college process without losing your mind—and how to help your child graduate with as little debt as possible.

			You’re going to learn how to raise a child who doesn’t just consume opportunities—they create them.

			And you’re going to learn how to do all of this while working full-time, managing a household, and trying not to lose yourself in the process.

			Because let’s be honest: This is hard.

			Parenting is hard. Parenting while building a career is hard. Parenting while trying to give your child opportunities you never had? That’s a whole other level.

			But you’re already doing it. You’re already showing up. You’re already fighting for your child’s future in ways that nobody sees.

			This book is here to make that fight a little easier. To give you the language, the tools, and the confidence to walk into rooms where you’ve never been welcome and demand a seat at the table for your child.

			Who This Book Is For

			This book is for parents—and when I say parents, I mean all caregivers and overseers of young people—who are tired of watching other people’s children get opportunities while yours get overlooked.

			It’s for you if you know your child is capable of more but don’t know where to start.

			It’s for first-generation college navigators, first-generation business builders, first-generation “I’m-figuring-this-out-as-I-go” trailblazers.

			It’s for parents of Black, Brown, and marginalized children who are tired of systems that claim to serve “all students” but were never designed with your child in mind.

			It’s for working parents, single parents, overwhelmed parents—parents who feel like they’re failing because they can’t do it all.

			It’s for you.

			What This Book Is Not

			This is not a book about being a perfect parent. I’m not perfect, and my kids will tell you that in a heartbeat.

			This is not a book about raising Ivy-League-bound prodigies. Some of my kids went to Ivy League schools. Some didn’t. All of them are thriving because we gave them what they needed to succeed on their own terms.

			This is not a book that promises easy answers or shortcuts. The work is real. The hustle is real. But so are the results.

			And this is not a book that tells you to do it alone. One of the biggest lies we’ve been told is that good parents can do everything themselves. That’s not strength. That’s exhaustion. This book is about building systems and villages that carry your child when you can’t.

			How to Use This Book

			Each chapter is designed to give you both strategy and action. You’ll read real stories—from my own family, from families I’ve worked with, and from students who’ve walked this path. You’ll get practical tools you can implement immediately. And you’ll get permission to do this imperfectly.

			At the end of each chapter, you’ll find action items. Don’t try to do everything at once. Pick one. Do it. Then come back for the next one.

			This is a marathon, not a sprint. And you don’t have to run it alone.

			My Promise to You

			I promise you this: If you read this book, if you implement even half of what’s here, if you refuse to let “I don’t know how” stop you—your child’s trajectory will change.

			Not because I have magic answers. But because you’ll have a roadmap. And a roadmap is powerful when you’ve been wandering in the dark.

			I’m not going to tell you this will be easy. I’m going to tell you it’s worth it.

			Because twenty years from now, your child is going to look back and see that you didn’t just wish for a better future. You built one.

			Let’s get to work.

			
Rhona J. Vega
Chief Dreamer of Parent Matterz
Mom of Five
Your Family’s Story Success Coach

		

	
		
			Chapter One 
The Power of Exposure

			It’s not enough to tell kids they can be anything. They have to see it, touch it, hear it, and believe it’s possible for them.

			That’s what exposure does. It interrupts limiting beliefs.

			It widens the lens on what a child believes is possible—and it’s the first step to building a future they’ll thank you for.

			Exposure is what helps a shy ninth grader realize she might be good at law after visiting a courtroom. It’s what lets a junior who hates school discover he loves business after touring a sneaker factory. It’s what turns a “C” student into a confident college freshman because someone took them to visit a campus before senior year.

			When we talk about success, we tend to focus on outcomes: diplomas, jobs, test scores. But behind every success story is a moment of exposure—someone, somewhere, who opened a door and said, “Come see for yourself.”

			I’ve spent more than twenty-five years watching this transformation happen. I’ve seen kids who thought they had no future suddenly light up when they realized there was a whole world of possibility they’d never been shown. And every single time, it starts the same way—with exposure.

			The Day Everything Changed for My Son

			My son was a high school sophomore who was only interested in sports and music. He wasn’t overly excited about school, and honestly, academics weren’t his focus. But I saw something in him—potential that needed the right environment to ignite.

			I contacted a program focused on business and entrepreneurship and got him enrolled. In tenth grade, he attended a four-week program at The University of Pennsylvania (UPenn). That experience changed everything. 

			At UPenn, he discovered a newfound interest in business. His focus in school sharpened. But more than that, the exposure opened up his mind to careers, wealth-building opportunities, and entrepreneurship he’d never considered before. He entered business competitions alongside students from prestigious high schools—students from different socioeconomic backgrounds (though all students of color)—and he held his own. His confidence soared.

			It was also where he learned what “summering in the vineyard” meant—a phrase that represented a whole world of privilege and opportunity he hadn’t been exposed to before. That awareness didn’t intimidate him. It motivated him.

			From there, he received a tuition scholarship to college. He majored in finance in a small cohort on a Dean’s scholarship. He continued his music, played internationally during college, and studied abroad. After graduation, he started his career in finance at Deloitte, and now works in finance at Sony.

			Oh, and that YouTube channel he started in college? It’s reached over 70,000 followers.

			When I asked TV what that UPenn experience meant to him, he said it simply: “Exposure is everything and can literally change your life!”

			Exposure Is a Strategy, Not an Event

			People assume exposure means bringing in a speaker or doing a field trip. But that’s just the start.

			Real exposure is about creating consistent access points to new environments, new voices, and new ways of thinking. It’s about giving kids chances to try things, make mistakes, ask questions, and build confidence in spaces they never imagined themselves occupying.

			It’s also about disrupting assumptions. Too often, adults decide what kids are ready for based on grades or behavior. But I’ve seen kids with 2.0 GPAs run circles around 4.0 students when they’re placed in the right environment. I’ve watched “problem students” become leaders when given meaningful responsibility. I’ve seen quiet kids transform into confident speakers after one semester of targeted exposure and mentorship.

			The magic happens when we stop gatekeeping opportunities and start planting seeds—early, often, and with intention.

			Think about it this way: If you’ve never seen a lawyer in action, how can you dream of becoming one? If you’ve never stepped foot on a college campus, how can you envision yourself there? If you’ve never met anyone who looks like you doing the work you’re drawn to, how can you believe it’s within your reach?

			Exposure bridges that gap between “I wish” and “I can.”

			It takes abstract dreams and makes them tangible. It replaces vague aspirations with concrete next steps. It transforms hope into strategy.

			Why Exposure Matters More Than Ever

			We’re living in a time when information is everywhere, but access is still limited. A child can Google “what does a marine biologist do” and get a million results. But that’s not the same as meeting a marine biologist, hearing their story, asking questions, and seeing yourself reflected in their journey.

			The exposure gap—the difference between kids who’ve been shown what’s possible and kids who haven’t—is one of the most significant predictors of future success. And it has nothing to do with intelligence or potential. It has everything to do with access and opportunity.

			Let me be clear: Some kids are born with exposure built in. They grow up in homes where dinner table conversations include discussions about career strategy, networking, and professional development. They have parents who are doctors, lawyers, engineers, entrepreneurs. They spend summers at enrichment camps and college prep programs. They’re surrounded by people who’ve already walked the paths they want to walk.

			Other kids? They’re just as smart, just as capable, just as driven. But they’ve never seen those paths. No one in their family went to college. No one in their neighborhood runs a business. They don’t know what questions to ask, who to ask them to, or where to even begin.

			That’s the exposure gap. And if we don’t close it, we’re leaving potential on the table—massive, world-changing potential that our communities desperately need.

			Exposure Must Start at Home

			The truth is, most schools don’t have the capacity to do this well. That’s not a dig—it’s reality. With budget cuts, understaffing, and systemic barriers, many schools are doing their best just to meet the basics.

			That means exposure has to start at home, in the everyday moments that add up over time. It’s in the car ride conversations. It’s in the questions we ask. It’s in who we bring around our children.

			When I was raising my five kids, I made it my mission to expose them to everything I could—even when I didn’t have the money for fancy programs or private school tuition. I took them to the post office and explained how the mail system works. I brought them to the bank and had them watch me open an account. I introduced them to every professional I knew and asked those professionals to talk to my kids about their work.

			One of my sons once asked me, “Mom, how do you manage to generate conversations with strangers out of thin air?” And I realized—people skills are exactly that. Skills. They can be taught, practiced, and refined. But kids don’t develop those skills sitting at home. They develop them through exposure to real people, real situations, and real conversations.

			When parents are intentional about connecting their kids to opportunity—no matter how small—it sends a powerful message: I believe in your future, and I’m going to invest in it.

			That investment doesn’t require wealth. It requires curiosity, consistency, and a willingness to say yes to opportunities, even when they feel inconvenient.

			You Don’t Have to Be Rich to Offer Exposure

			Let’s shut this myth down right now: Exposure isn’t expensive. You don’t need money to introduce your child to excellence. You need curiosity and consistency.

			Some of the most powerful exposure moments I’ve created for kids cost absolutely nothing. I’ve connected students with professionals over Zoom calls. I’ve arranged job shadow days through personal connections. I’ve brought speakers into schools who volunteered their time because they remembered what it was like to be a kid with a dream and no roadmap.

			Here’s what you can do with zero budget:

			Go to your local library and attend a career talk. Most libraries host free events featuring local professionals, authors, and community leaders.

			Watch YouTube videos of professionals sharing their “day in the life.” Make it a family activity. Watch together, pause to ask questions, and discuss what stood out to your child.

			Ask your cousin, the banker, to talk to your child about budgeting and financial responsibility. Ask your neighbor, the nurse, to explain what a typical shift looks like. Ask your coworker, the manager, to share how they got promoted.

			Introduce your child to someone you admire and let them ask questions. Most people are honored to be asked and happy to share their story.

			Take your child to work with you—even if it’s just for an hour. Let them see

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Who do you know in related fields?

					What local organizations offer programs or tours?

					What online resources exist (TED Talks, YouTube channels, virtual tours)? 

					What books, documentaries, or podcasts could introduce new perspectives?

					What volunteer opportunities exist in that area?

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					Mentors who could speak into his life beyond what he hears at home 

					Exposure to different career fields so he could see what he actually wants, not just guess

					To take the SAT more than once—not assume that one attempt would be enough

			

			
			
			
					Identify mentors in areas he was curious about—engineering, entrepreneurship, and digital media.

					Register him for multiple SAT dates to build confidence and improve scores. 

					Get him into real-world opportunities—site visits, shadowing, internships, and enrichment programs where he could test out interests instead of choosing blindly.

			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					“What kind of problems do you want to solve?”

					“Who do you admire, and why?”

					“If you could spend a day following someone around at their job, who would it be?”

					“What are you curious about right now?”
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